
CHAPTER 9

Time of Trials
MarchJune 1980

Our quality assurance was not that good . Not that good? It was almost
non-existent .

Maj. Gen . Max Noah'

We just do not have control of this job to the extent that we should
have.

John J. Blake, Deputy Area Engineer, Ovda 2

General Noah was still in Israel when the first of the problems
that hit the program in the spring of 1980 began to unfold. The
season proved difficult at the sites and in Tel Aviv. Labor relations,
contractor and government management, and procurement of
materials all proved troublesome. Overall, these problems shook
Israeli confidence in the ability of the Near East Project Office to
do the job, sidetracked construction at both sites, and kept man-
agement from concentrating on development of an efficient con-
struction routine.

By the time that the winter rains ended and the desert flowers
bloomed, some Americans as well as Israelis expected that secur-
ing the supply of reinforcing steel bars would be difficult . The Is
raeli Air Force's specifications called for ten different sizes of bars,
with diameters from 6 to 25 millimeters . These rods strengthened
the concrete in the many hardened buildings on both bases. In ad-
dition to the aircraft shelters, these structures included the control
towers and terminals, assorted communications and utilities build-
ings, operations headquarters, some maintenance facilities, and
personnel shelters.'

Steel supply grew more important in the early spring with shel-
ter construction about to move into a major new phase. Some foot-
ings were still being poured and wall panels were still being placed
on the vertical steel dowels but preparation for arch construction
also began. These arches consisted of concrete poured over com-
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Secretary of the Army Clifford Alexander confers with Colonel Curl and
Colonel Gilkey at Ovda.

plex networks of reinforcing steel . In the shelters and other hard-
ened buildings, Israeli design tended to call for smaller bars than
those the Americans normally used . The Israelis bent a great num-
ber of the small bars by hand into a tight mesh over which they
placed concrete . The completed wall resembled glass-encased
chicken wire . Like other aspects of Israeli design that tended to be
labor intensive, this method reflected the relatively low wages of
workers compared to the cost of machines in Israel . Americans, on
the other hand, usually faced higher wage and benefit costs . So
they used fewer and larger rods, which they bent by machine .'

The specifications for this steel called for 15 percent elonga-
tion-elasticity under impact-to assure that the structures could
withstand an air attack . This standard applied to bars used in the
shelters as dowels for vertical columns and in wall panels and
arches . Steel for footings and foundations did not have to meet
this standard, which apparently originated in South Africa . Al-
though unfamiliar to the Americans, this requirement represented
standard Israeli practice for hardened structures . In October 1979
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the Israeli architect who worked on the shelters notified the pro-
ject of this specification . It also appeared on the site-adaptation
drawings that had begun to trickle in, and the requirement was
well known within the Tel Aviv office by then.

Although the Near East Project Office understood from the
outset that problems in procuring this special steel could seriously
affect the schedule and cost, the awareness came slowly at Ovda.
The first indication that something was awry came from General
Bar-Tov's office . In January 1980 his economic adviser, Eli Noy,
claimed that the bidding process for awarding contracts for the
steel contained substantial irregularities . He believed that
Hamegader-Barzelit, the Israeli firm that won the contract, be-
came the lowest bidder only after submitting a revised bid that did
not include taxes within its price . Some of the other bids, all of
which contained the duties, otherwise would have been lower. The
Ministry of Defense also wanted assurance that the steel, which
had been manufactured in South Africa by an affiliate of
Hamegader, met specifications .'

The steel was already in Israel when Negev Airbase Construc-
tors awarded the contract to Hamegader. It had been delivered be-
tweenJune and October 1979. Negev Airbase Constructors bought
the steel later, with purchase orders dated in December 1979 and
January 1980. In the interim the bars had sat in the bonded ware-
house at the port of Eilat awaiting a buyer and payment of import
duties . Colonel Curl, the area engineer at Ovda, later recalled that
"a lot of the bundles were loose [and] a lot of the identifying tags
were missing." His office had neither the staff nor the procedures
to control quality ; his contractor had "sort of a start of a quality
control program ." But he needed the steel, the vendor assured
him that it met specifications, and the tests he was able to run indi-
cated that the bars met the requirements .''

The expressions of concern within the Ministry of Defense
brought reassurance but no significant action. In early February
Colonel Gilkey in Tel Aviv replied by reviewing the procedure for
quality control, concluding that "it is considered that all con-
cerned are aware of potential problems and have taken measures
to insure compliance." 8 Colonel Curl confirmed Noy's claims that
procedures had been irregular and bids had been evaluated im-
properly but remained confident of the quality of the materials .'

Curl had reasons for considering the matter unimportant . His
experience indicated that many construction materials-notably
concrete, aggregates, and cement-could cause problems but rein
forcing steel never did. Moreover, in spite of the disarray of the
bundles at the port, logic led him to infer that the steel was as
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promised: "It used to be bundled together, it came on the same
ship, it came from the same steel mill, and there's no way on God's
green earth that another piece of steel could have got into that
shipment, so you assume that although the bundle was broken it
was the same as that bundle was originally packed." 1° His response
to queries from Gilkey's office reflected his view. Although Gilkey
asked him to wire his assessment of the situation within five days,
Curl took an extra week and replied by mail . Moreover, he
brushed aside the problem, attributing it to contradictory guid-
ance from Tel Aviv. He said the contractor would employ sound
procurement principles in the future ."

Both Gilkey and Curl had reacted defensively to outside criti-
cism . Neither took the concerns of the Ministry of Defense at face
value. Gilkey had fended off Noy's comments with a restatement of
his operating procedures . Curl in his turn had tried to blame
Gilkey's office for whatever problem existed . The Israelis brought
the matter up again on 21 February in a meeting of the program
managers attended by both Noah and Gilkey. This time the ques-
tions concerned the quality of the steel and the possibility that sub-
standard bars had been used in vertical columns of the aircraft
shelters . Bar-Tov said some of the steel had been delivered without
proper identification tags . Hartung had Curl's assurance that the
steel was properly segregated by type, but Willy Rostocker, a retired
Canadian steel expert who worked as a dollar-a-year consultant to
Bar-Tov, insisted that Curl's claim was inaccurate . 12

On the same day Colonel Kett from Gilkey's office visited Ovda
and raised similar questions . He verified Bar-Tov's contention that
the steel was not identified clearly. In fact, Kett reported, the bars
were so poorly labeled and sorted that he could not tell whether they
met standards . "If this were not a fasttrack project, CPFF project,"
Kett wrote, "there is no doubt in my mind that a critical material of
construction such as reinforcing steel would not be acceptable in its
present condition." He urged "that the steel in question not be uti-
lized while reasonable ambiguity as to its properties exists ." 13

Three days later Gilkey took action. He now feared that the
bars already used in precast shelter panels might not meet specifi-
cations and that the seller might have misrepresented the steel to
the contractor. He told Curl to formally notify Negev Airbase Con-
structors that they used improperly identified steel at their own
risk. If random sampling detected the use of improper bars, Curl
was to reject the panels at the expense of the contractor. Moreover,
the cost of the testing itself was to be borne by the contractor.14

Despite these measures, the complaints continued . The loud-
est and most persistent protests came from Willy Rostocker. The
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second volunteer adviser brought to the Israeli program manager
by Deputy Defense Minister Zippori, Rostocker had come after the
death of Morris Hornstein, the 72-year-old former president of the
New York-based Horn Construction Company. Hornstein, whose
firm had worked on the Verrazano Narrows Bridge connecting
Staten Island and Long Island, had served Bar-Tov as a trou-
bleshooter and as sort of a cultural bridge, explaining American
construction methods and practices to the Israelis." After he died
in the fall of 1979, Bar-Tov said the American had "invested his
soul into the building of the air bases in the Negev." 16 While the
respect for Hornstein appeared to be universal, Rostocker inspired
a different reaction . Impatient, disorganized, and indifferent to
his severely high blood pressure, Rostocker was known to barge
into offices, Israeli or American, open drawers, copy documents,
and leave. Then, with sheaves of papers in hand and blood stream-
ing from his nose, he would demand a hearing from Bar-Tov or his
civilian deputy Avi Sharon . Some of the Americans, Curl among
them, disliked Rostocker and considered him a nuisance. Some of
the Israelis seemed to agree.17

Even at the Ministry of Defense, Rostocker had trouble getting
an audience. To all who would listen, he insisted that the problems
remained unsolved. He had said so at meetings with the Americans
and within his own office . Finally, Sharon had asked auditor
Naomi Kogon to hear him out: "Do me a favor. Find yourself a few
hours. Sit down with Willy and see what he wants." 18

In early March Rostocker also aroused some interest among
the Americans. He collared General Lewis, who was in Israel to re-
view progress . "In an excited state," as Lewis recalled, Rostocker
asked for a meeting. Lewis agreed to an evening discussion at his
room in the Palace Hotel. There, Rostocker spread his documenta-
tion, including photostats of canceled checks and purchase orders,
on the rug in front of Lewis and Noah." The story unfolded over a
bottle of scotch. While Lewis took notes and marveled at the accu-
mulation of papers, Rostocker argued that the project had re-
ceived at least one shipment of steel that did not meet specifica-
tions. He insisted that the purchase of steel had been mismanaged
and perhaps even marked by fraud.2° Noah was surprised. "It had
not come to my attention or Lewis' attention or any of the man-
agement's attention," he recalled, "that there was a problem as se-
vere as was purported to be ." 21 When the session was over and the
scotch was gone, Lewis decided "to move and move quickly. 1122

The next morning Lewis brought the Defense Contract Audit
Agency into the picture. The agency had a branch in Tel Aviv that
had opened in the summer of 1979 in conjunction with the air
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base project. The audit team led by Michael Maloney had repre-
sentatives at both sites as well as in its main office at the Palace .
Maloney reported to his agency's regional headquarters in Boston
and worked independently of Gilkey's office . His primary task in-
volved evaluating contractor claims for reimbursement of costs.23
Lewis "told the auditor to get on this right away . . . and . . . to get a
hold of Willy and start exploring." 24

Simultaneous pressure for remedial action also came from the
American program management office . Lt . Col. James R. Cranston
from General Hartung's program management staff went to Ovda
and spoke with Curl. He learned that the area engineer had not
notified the contractor that he used questionable steel at his own
risk. According to Cranston, Curl thought to do so would be tanta-
mount to stopping the job, and he felt he lacked sufficient
grounds for such action. Cranston reported that Curl had dis-
cussed his position with Gilkey and that Noah also knew that the
contractor had not been warned .25 Hartung was appalled. He also
felt betrayed. Only one day before Cranston's visit to Ovda, Har-
tung had assured Bar-Tov that Curl had taken adequate steps to
prevent use of questionable materials and that Negev Airbase Con-
structors was absorbing the financial risk. "We cannot," he wrote
Noah, "continue to operate with agreements being made with
MOD that are subsequently reversed, with no discussion prior to
such action being taken ." Perhaps recalling Gilkey's move from the
IBM Building, he complained that this was not the first time that
the Corps of Engineers had put him in an untenable position . In
any case, "whether . . . caused by arrogance or just not paying at-
tention to business, it is not the professional performance ex-
pected of the United States Department of Defense ." 26

Noah immediately apologized for the embarrassment the situa-
tion had caused Hartung. He regretted the breakdown in commu-
nications and agreed that "DOD elements must do better." Noah
denied knowing that the "letter had not been sent to the contrac-
tor for whatever reason," but agreed that "this type of thing should
not happen again . "27

On the next day Curl learned that some of the steel had failed
tests . Elongation was apparently not the problem ; all samples met
that particular standard . Instead, the failures involved yield tests .
The strength of the steel in some of the samples did not meet pro-
ject specifications .28 Curl was not by nature an equivocator. When
he recognized the problem, he acted immediately. He suspended
construction of all structures that included reinforcing steel and or-
dered the contractor to take corrective measures. These included
inventory and removal of any substandard steel on hand, identifica-
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tion of structures in which any of the steel might have been used,
and an engineering evaluation of the soundness of such structures .
Curl attributed the situation to a failure of the contractor's quality
control program and stressed "adequate controls must be initiated
immediately to prevent similar unsatisfactory performance in the
future." He gave Warren Pettingell three days to submit a quality
control plan and a report on the situation.

While Pettingell prepared his response, rumors flew. Maloney's
office had just started its investigation, and the auditor would say
only that he thought the entire purchase had been badly managed.
This report did not satisfy the program managers, who claimed that
the steel transactions reflected fraud on the part of the supplier
and the construction contractor. Even before the issue emerged,
Bar-Tov's office had been certain that operations at the sites were
shot through with criminality. Auditor Kogon said, "We knew there
was . . . some corruption there . We couldn't put our finger on it . 1130

In this climate gossip and hearsay, including claims of collusion
between the contractor and the Corps and other wrongdoing, was
hardly surprising . Nevertheless, it was disruptive. At Ovda Curl's
deputy cautioned the area office staff not to become preoccupied
with the allegations: "Unless there is substantive evidence, our peo-
ple should not presuppose the outcome and the findings . 1131

Pettingell delivered a draft of his plan to Curl in a day. He out-
lined a procedure that would free the steel on hand for use . Essen-
tially his proposal required withdrawing from the site all steel that
was known to have failed tests as well as steel that was unidentified
and untested . Pending their removal, these rods were segregated,
banded in red, and marked clearly in Thai and English to preclude
inadvertent use . Then he wanted to refill his racks with satisfactory
steel, which would be tested against accompanying mill certifi-
cates. In the future he intended to accept only clearly marked and
certified bundles . The area office's instructions on the control of
steel quality incorporated all of these proposals. Noah added the
requirement that all steel should be tested for quality at the port
rather than after delivery to Ovda.31 The assumptions under which
Ovda worked clearly had changed. No longer would steel be pre-
sumed adequate based on circumstantial information .

Pettingell and Curl still faced another important matter. They
had to determine how much substandard steel had been used and
where. Initially, they knew only that they had fabricated but not em
placed forty-seven wall panels that might contain some of the infe-
rior materials. They soon learned how fortunate they were: the
problem did not extend much further. In shelter complex five, the
footings and nine wall panels contained suspect steel ; the Israelis
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decided to accept the footings even with the mild steel . Tests of the
steel inside the wall panels, on the other hand, disclosed that
proper materials had been used. Otherwise, everything that had
been built was up to standard. 33

An arrangement with the area office and contractor at Ramon
assured that, if needed, Ovda could borrow enough steel to con-
tinue construction . Overall, Ramon was about one month behind
Ovda in its procurement program and was receiving a valuable les-
son from the trouble at the southern site . In any event a loan proved
unnecessary, and Ovda was back on schedule fairly quickly. In less
than a week, enough suitable steel had been identified for the fabri-
cation ofwall panels to begin anew.34

By this stage the issue transcended engineering and procure-
ment remedies. The problem had become political and was be-
yond the control of the area office and the contractor. Maloney's
inquiry did not stop claims that the steel transactions might have
involved fraud. He found that some of the purchasing documents
had been deficient, that the supplier had not been the low bidder,
and that Negev Airbase Constructors had paid for some steel be-
fore receiving it . Something had to be done to lay the allegations
to rest and restore confidence in the integrity of the program . 35

At Noah's suggestion, Gilkey appointed a board of officers to
conduct an informal investigation . During the last week of March,
the board examined procurement of the steel and the procedures
used to control the materials after purchase. Colonel Wong, the
communications officer, served as chairman, and the membership
included Cranston and a nonvoting consultant from Bar-Tov's of-
fice as well as Lt. Col . George Snoddy and Maj . Stephen Sharr
from the Corps. 36 Bar-Tov still wanted a criminal investigation . In-
stead, it seemed to him that the Americans planned to cover up
their wrongdoing. Because he suspected they were engaged in du-
bious and possibly criminal practices, Bar-Tov was frustrated by his
inability to control the situation . "He was very vitriolic," John Blake
noted at Ovda, "and accused the Corps of stalling, allowing docu-
ments to be lost, appointing people to the board with no investiga-
tive experience, et cetera, ad nauseum. "37 Still, Noah convinced
him to let Kogon work with the board after she assured him that
she would not participate in a whitewash .38

The board studied the issue for nearly a month. Meanwhile,
Negev Airbase Constructors dismissed its procurement manager
without waiting for the board's report to Gilkey. In Bar-Tov's office,
the sudden change seemed to confirm the suspicions of criminal-
ity. Although the findings mentioned no names, no one escaped
unscathed. The board concluded that almost every level of pro-
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curement operations lacked controls. In addition, the program's
procedures and quality assurance system and the contractor's pur-
chasing, receiving, and payment methods all needed sharper defi-
nition . Because the published guidelines were vague, the contrac-
tor's purchasing documents had not been reviewed in Tel Aviv by
the engineering division or the procurement office .``'

As to the steel itself, it had been manufactured to a British Com-
monwealth standard with which Americans were unfamiliar. It also
had been poorly marked and improperly segregated in storage .
Over 58 metric tons of a total of 8,218 had been found to be inade-
quate and had been returned to the vendor by the contractor. In
the few weeks after completion of the board's report, an additional
1,600 tons of badly labeled steel were set aside and removed from
Ovda. The effect on operations turned out to be minor; estimated
loss of production was between two and four weeks.'° The precast
concrete plant was idle for eight days . The contractor also fell be-
hind two weeks in placement of wall panels "while tests were run,
stocks were segregated and the problem scoped .""

Problems lingered into the late spring. Slowly, morale and mo-
mentum at Ovda recovered from the distractions . In Tel Aviv Bar-
Tov still had his misgivings about the integrity of the procurement
system. Rostocker continued his crusade in the steel yard, inter-
viewing contractor personnel and examining documents. Several
times, Curl, Blake, and contractor management complained of Ro-
stocker's activities . Blake considered him "a general nuisance," and
Curl once ordered him to have no contact with Negev Airbase
Constructors employees, but to no avail . The year ended as it
started, with Ovda complaining about Rostocker's meddling . By
the same token, the adversarial relationship between Bar-Tov and
Hartung on one hand and the Corps of Engineers on the other
continued unabated. Moreover, the Israelis were slow to release ad-
ditional steel from the port at Eilat, so Gilkey's office again alerted
Ramon that loans of steel might be needed. As it turned out, bor-
rowing once more proved unnecessary.'2

Meanwhile, Ovda made some gains in efficiency by streamlin-
ing steel purchases. The contractor reduced the ten originally
specified sizes to five by eliminating the smallest sizes and substitut
ing larger ones. By doing so, Negev Airbase Constructors cut costs
and simplified their buying system without reducing the soundness
o£ any buildings. In addition, the contractor decided to limit fu-
ture reinforcing steel purchases to the special steel, thereby fur-
ther simplifying its inventory and enhancing the integrity of rein-
forced structures on the base .43
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Despite the problems, the episode may have had some positive
effects . As a result of the focus on the need for a more careful ac-
counting of bulk materials, the contractor finally installed truck
scales . In January Colonel Miller, Curl's deputy, had asked Negev
Airbase Constructors to buy scales. That same month, O'Shei had
approved a request from his contractor for the purchase of scales
at Ramon as well. However, neither consortium was in a hurry to
spend the money, and the headquarters in Tel Aviv only began to
apply pressure in the wake of the steel issue . Negev Airbase Con-
structors put in their scale in May; the Atkinson organization
followed suit in August.14

Steel started to arrive at Ovda again in late April . Under
Blake's direction, production gradually returned to normal, within
a more deliberate and cautious managerial framework . For Lewis
and Noah, the problem called into question Pettingell's ability to
carry out the job . At least the episode came early enough to teach
useful lessons without irrevocably harming the job." As Noah said,
looking back at the problem three years later, "It just wasn't that
big a deal. We made a mistake, and there she was .""

Soon both contractors completed their first arch roofs over air-
craft shelters . On 31 May 1980, Ovda installed the first one. Fifty-
nine more waited, but the area office reported that "morale of the
entire work force soared due to placement of the first shelter
arch ." In the next two months Ovda finished seven, averaging 16
days on each.4 '' Ramon poured its first arches in June . In the first
shelter, steel placement took 20 days, and the pour lasted just
under eight hours . On the second, the iron workers needed only
10 days to bend and tie the reinforcing steel and just over five
hours to place the concrete . Colonel O'Shei hoped to reduce the
time even further. His successor as area engineer at Ramon, Col.
Paul W. Taylor, echoed O'Shei's optimism and reported in July
that major vertical construction remained on schedule . By the end
of the month eleven arches had been completed.48

Mere statistics do not reveal the difficulties involved in complet-
ing a shelter arch. After the walls of a shelter were erected, ajumbo
arch form was set up between them. The prime contractors fabri
cated six of these forms at each site . Workers rolled sections of the
forms into the shelter, bolted them together, jacked the form into
place, and secured it . They then covered the huge steel frame with
steel sheets, which were tack-welded into place to form a dome.
Workers climbed onto the plates, where they bent and tied the rein-
forcing steel into a very dense network ofmesh over three feet thick
from top to bottom, with individual steel bars only a few inches
apart . Temperatures soared to more than 140 degrees Fahrenheit,
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and the glistening steel dome of thejumbo arch form only intensi-
fied and reflected upward the vicious heat. Then came the concrete
placement, a monolithic pour of approximately 450 cubic yards of
concrete, that lasted almost all day. This phase always started early
in the morning, while the weather was relatively cool . To assure that
the concrete did not set too rapidly, ice was added to the water for
the mix, which was controlled very carefully to assure the proper
strength. About a week after the placement, when the concrete had
set, the arch form was removed and moved to the next shelter, leav-
ing the steel plates that had formed the roof of the form as a lining
for the newly completed reinforced concrete arch.

The trouble at Ovda over the reinforcing steel was still unfold-
ing when Brig. Gen. John F. Wall became involved in the project.
When he first arrived in mid-March for an orientation visit, he had
not yet been named project manager. A month later General Mor-
ris' office announced that Wall would take charge in Tel Aviv. Mor-
ris, who said he needed Noah back at Huntsville, thought Wall had
an excellent background for the job. He had been district engi-
neer at Fort Worth, "one of our busiest Districts," and Wray's
deputy director of military construction in Washington. As soon as
Wall completed work toward his law degree in May, Morris in-
tended to send him over. Hartung and Bar-Tov would find Wall "a
very conscientious, hard-working, and smart associate." Morris pre-
dicted that "the three will make a good team," and he expected "to
keep [Wall] there until the air bases become operational ." Al-
though Morris did not consult Lewis before making the assign-
ment, Lewis could take some satisfaction from the decision. His
persistent campaign for a general officer in the Near East Project
Office had at last borne fruit. Wall took over on 13 May.So

Wall, who held a doctorate in civil engineering in addition to
his new law degree, knew he was walking into a difficult situation .
He expected that he would face problems as long as he stayed in Is
rael, but he was well suited for this kind of environment: "I'm not
the type of individual who is going to have a blank sheet there that
says there ain't no problems today." As far as his own career was
concerned, he considered the assignment "a high-riskjob for me."
As far as the project was concerned, he shared Lewis' view: timely
completion was critical to execution of the peace treaty and was his
first priority. Overall, he saw "one alternative to finishing on time
and that's finishing early." Plainly a man in a hurry, Wall came to
the project at a difficult time . The steel issue was headed toward
resolution but was uncovering problems with the overall procure-
ment system and quality control procedures as it evolved. The issue
also raised questions about management. Wall watched his staff at
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work and attended briefings,
which became the basis for
hurried decisions regarding
personnel changes."

He found his new head-
quarters significantly different
from Fort Worth District .
"When you've got a going Dis-
trict," he explained, "a District
Engineer has to work hard to
make a mistake . Because when
he makes a dumb decision, the
staff makes it come out cor-
rectly because they were expe-
rienced, had done it before,
and were damn good." In Tel
Aviv the Corps had started
from scratch, and, despite the

General Wall, project m.cnag ji -ow

	

acknowledged importance of
June 1980 to August 1982

	

the mission, had not always
found well-qualified people for
the job . Although he consid

ered some civilian and military members of his staff to be well suited
for the project, he was disappointed overall . "It's easy to make a dumb
mistake," he said, when "you don't have the back-up." 12

There was no time for gradually learning about the project . At
Ramon relations between labor and management were uneasy.
Since shortly after the first Portuguese workers had arrived in
September 1979, their relationship with Air Base Constructors had
become stormy. Strongly unionist and quick to complain, several
had lost their jobs for insubordination during their first months in
Israel . Others resigned for a variety of reasons . Some found the un-
expectedly cold and wet winter weather intolerable . Others com-
plained about living conditions or the difficulty in getting along
with American management. One worker complained that the
Americans "don't understand us . Most of them prefer to bridge
the noncommunication gap by shouting and not explanation and
conversation." Others left because of the problems with explosives,
both the duds buried on the site and the firing from the nearby ar-
tillery school .'' The demands of the job also provided a major
source of stress . The sixty-hour workweek was extremely taxing .
"Very seldom in my experience," Fred Butler commented, "have
any jobs been worked ten hours a day, six days a week, that were
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honest hours . . . for long periods of time." At Ramon "they really
work that time . '° 54

While the unionist Israeli press sympathized with the Por-
tuguese about conditions at the site, the Israelis still found the
Portuguese a troublesome presence . Affluent by Israeli standards,
courtly, and well mannered, they charmed the women of Beer-
sheva and the development towns. They also were aggressive . "The
Portuguese offer marriage to every girl," said a woman from Beer-
sheva. "One of the Portuguese offered to take me on a trip around
the world and then marry me." A Dimona woman, who had been
divorced by her Israeli husband and was preparing to leave the
country with her new Portuguese spouse, said she was glad to be
free of Israeli men, who she saw as "chauvinists, unmannered and
spoiled ." On the other hand, most Israeli women considered the
Portuguese "polite, generous, and interesting ." In addition to pos-
ing a threat to Israeli men, their presence challenged a social
structure that opposed emigration and marriage outside of the
Jewish faith. Fights broke out between workers and local youths in
some towns. Under pressure from right-wing religious groups, Di-
mona declared itself off limits to foreign workers, and Yeruham
banned nightclubs . The press featured stories of wealthy foreign-
ers stealing local women, a theme familiar elsewhere but new to
Israel . Newspapers that represented orthodox Jewry decried the
"aspiritual havoc" and "grave . . . breaks in the tumbling wall of the
Jewish family" caused by the Portuguese . Only their departure
from Israel ended complaints about their negative influence ."

By the end of 1979 the areas of tension between the Portuguese
workers and contractor management were well known. Supervisors
considered the Portuguese good workers, but it was plain that
morale was low. In December, when improved living conditions con-
vinced some workers to change their minds about leaving Ramon,
O'Shei hoped that the worst was over. Problems persisted into 1980.
Ultimately they caused enough concern in Tel Aviv for Gilkey to
order Management Support Associates to analyze the situation . The
conclusions verified what most observers already knew, citing Israeli
artillery school shelling incidents as the largest single cause of de-
partures. Gilkey asked O'Shei for solutions to the large turnover.

Events overtook the study of working conditions. On 24 May
Ramon had a work stoppage that almost amounted to a general
strike. Angered by the public search three days earlier of several
workers who had been accused of theft, most of the Portuguese
failed to report for work. They gathered around Butler's office and
demanded higher pay, more vacations, and better food . The
protest lasted one day. Claiming that the "cause of the disturbance
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was a professional group of organizers," Air Base Constructors
fired 319 Portuguese . The dismissals included many key workers
and reduced the available work force by about 25 percent . The
next day, two El Al planes returned the dissidents to Portugal . Ac-
cording to Butler, the site was back to "business as usual." Never-
theless, to make sure that a labor force would be available if the sit-
uation disintegrated, his parent firm made quiet contingency
arrangements for workers from the Philippines . 51

Butler thought that the strike was politically motivated, and
some observers agreed. Several Israeli papers and one Lisbon daily
claimed that the organizers had previously worked on an air base
construction project in Algeria, that they had connections with the
Portuguese Communist party, and that they had been sent to Israel
to disrupt the project . Wall's office also thought the leaders had
been politically motivated and that they might have coerced their
fellow workers into participation."

In less than a month the situation was almost back to normal.
Israeli media interest, which lasted only a few days, reflected a re-
vival of Histadrut's efforts to represent the foreign workers.
Davar, the Tel Aviv daily that had been the organ of the labor fed-
eration for forty-five years, commented somewhat wistfully that "if
the Portuguese only had a labor union much of the friction would
be resolved to the satisfaction of both parties."' In Portugal several
papers covered the affair but only for a short time. The American
embassy in Lisbon noted these articles and passed translations to
program management through the embassy in Tel Aviv.61 The con-
tractor was also busy in Lisbon recruiting new workers, who began
to arrive in earlyJune. By the middle of the month only 100 strikers
were unreplaced . Wall's office estimated that adding one hour of
overtime each day per worker had kept productivity within 10 per-
cent of the prestrike level . Nevertheless, the loss of so many experi-
enced workers set the project back substantially. New men filled the
vacancies, but the stoppage delayed by about two months the ex-
pansion of the work force that had been planned for the summer.

At the other site, discontent among the Thai workers also
caused concern . The area office noted that the most important
complaint involved impoundment by Israeli customs authorities of
shipments of Thai spices and fish sauce . The workers had been
without these condiments for sixty days, and their frustration over
the food was "catalyzing other gripes and complaints . 1163 Unlike
the situation at Ramon, contractor and Corps managers met with
the Thais and discussed their grievances. The workers expressed
their dissatisfaction with the eight-man rooms rather than with the
food, and Negev Airbase Constructors took steps to reduce the
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number in a room to six. The contractor also paid an American to
act as ombudsman for the Thais and created a Thai council. Later
in the summer the general manager agreed to hold monthly meet-
ings with this group at his home."

The general manager who arranged regular meetings with the
Thais was not the man who presided over the project during the
steel troubles . On 5 June the Perini Corporation replaced Pettin
gell and two other senior people at the site . Wall, who had been dis-
appointed at the lack of a sense of urgency within Negev Airbase
Constructors management, was pleased. 15 The changes attracted
newspaper attention, primarily in Israel but in the United States as
well. Two of the three largest Tel Aviv dailies and the English-lan-
guageJerusalem Post prominently displayed stories on the removals.
Along with the news came headline claims of mismanagement and
even corruption in the program. The newspapers also complained
that the program was not buying enough materials in Israel ."

By this time a large portion of the Israeli press had made clear
its opposition to the American presence. This hostility had several
roots. Unionist dailies opposed the use of foreign labor of any sort
in Israel . Papers representing orthodox religious groups reacted
against the destabilizing effect of the suave Portuguese . Other pa-
pers took offense on nationalistic grounds, contending that for-
eigners should not have been brought into the country to do ajob
that Israelis could do as well. In the spring of 1980 the big issue in
the newspapers was program management, particularly American
management. Overall the Israeli press lacked confidence in the
ability of the Corps of Engineers to do the job. Ma ariv questioned
the depth of the American commitment to the program. The paper
said the management change served to prove that the Americans
had not chosen the best people and cared little about saving
money67 Ha aretz cited cases of American inefficiency, among them
extravagant use of air freight, importation of materials that were
cheaper in Israel, and the quality control problems related to the
reinforcing steel . According to the Haaretz story, senior officials in
the Ministry of Defense, who were disappointed with the Corps of
Engineers, claimed "that the Israelis arejust as capable of planning
and building the airports as are the Americans. 1161

The charges of mismanagement and fraud convinced the three
generals to call a press conference for 12June. Nearly thirty repre-
sentatives of various media attended, including correspondents for
the American wire services and television networks . For the only
time in the life of the program, Bar-Tov, Hartung, and Wall faced
the press together. Displaying a united front, they defended the
program and denied reports of waste and incompetence . Hartung
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served as primary spokesman. He said the bases were on schedule
and would be completed under budget. He also asserted that "in
gross terms . . . we are right where we planned to be when we made
the plan a year ago." The others also defended their work. Bar-Tov
assured the reporters that the program "will cost less than the orig-
inal" estimate, although the economic situation was uncertain. "In
all my studies," he observed, "when I learned about double-digit
inflation, I don't think that all these experts in economy thought
that this term would be used for monthly inflation ." Some of the
claims in the newspapers echoed those that had come from his
own office a few weeks earlier. However, before the reporters he
defended the program's procurement practices, reminding the
press that the original agreement between the two nations had
required that purchases within Israel be held to a minimum.

Wall, who had been in Israel only a month, emphasized the
commitment of the Corps of Engineers to the effort and extolled
the integrity and responsibility of the contractors. He also acknowl
edged the ability of Israelis to build perfectly good air bases, but re-
minded his audience that the tight schedule had brought the
Corps of Engineers into the country. He assured reporters that his
relationship with Hartung and Bar-Tov was harmonious . "The co-
operation among General Bar-Tov, General Hartung, and myself,"
he said, "has been outstanding and will improve even more . It's
synergistic and its mutually supportive . I believe we can handle any
problem that lies ahead together." 70

Thejournalists saw Wall's arrival as an attempt to deal with the
management problems they associated with the program . One re-
porter, referring to "the interesting coincidence that shortly after
your arrival three senior officials of the civilian contractor appar-
ently lost their jobs," asked Wall about his involvement in the
turnover at Ovda. He denied that the changes amounted to firings
and said Morris had long tried to place a general officer in charge
of the Near East Project Office . As to the contractor's personnel
manager, Wall claimed that a change was made because the incum-
bent lacked adequate qualifications, "not that he wasn't doing a
goodjob ." 7i

Such statements did not reassure the journalists or their papers.
Areporter who listened to the generals defend the program got "the
feeling . . . that what we're missing here is the lead to my story. "'2 He
did not understand why the meeting had been called . Three days
later the

Jerusalem
Post editorialized that "the cover-up appears to be

continuing."73A left-wing daily called the session "an orgy of mutual
congratulations, pats on the back and embarrassing compli-
ments. "'¢ To these newspapers and to Ma ariv, which in the week
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that followed ran a sharply critical three-day series on program man-
agement, the meeting must have seemed a waste of time.

Nevertheless, the press conference was noteworthy for at least
one reason . It marked an instance of cooperation between the
three agencies involved in the program. Despite the tensions of
the previous months, the generals were united in defending their
work and in assuring the public and the press of their commitment
to the program goals . For the time being, what Wall termed "the
three-legged stool" seemed on firm ground .
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